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Beaches to close 


DIRK SHADD i Times 


The scene Thursday on Clearwater Beach, a day after city officials announced it would close Monday. Now, all Pinellas beaches will follow suit — tonight. 
Sheriff Bob Gualtieri made the case for keeping them open, saying crowds were thinning compared with last weekend. 


Pinellas commissioners, fearful 
of epidemic risk, close beaches 
over the sheriff's objections. 


BY TRACEY MCMANUS 
AND MARK PUENTE 
Times Staff Writers 


Citing fears over the growing 
coronavirus crisis, the Pinellas 
County Commission voted to 
close public beaches and park- 
ing along the county’s 35 miles 
of sand late tonight for two 
weeks as another strategy to 
dissuade crowds amid a public 
health crisis. 

The unanimous vote on 
Thursday followed a presenta- 
tion from Pinellas Sheriff Bob 
Gualtieri, who made a case for 
keeping the beaches open. He 
showed them overhead video 
footage of the beaches taken 
by his agency’s helicopter just 
hours before, and said they 
showed crowds already thin- 
ning out compared with this 
past weekend. 

He asked the commission 
to consider the enforcement 


challenges in distinguishing 
between public and private 
property lines in sand and the 
consequences of people con- 
gregating in more susceptible 
areas. 

But the majority of commis- 
sioners feared the potential 
catastrophic risks of not act- 
ing quickly enough, given that 
the number of COVID-19 cases 
locally and across the U.S. are 
increasing by the day. 

“What I am most concerned 
about is what we don’t know, 
there is so much that is unfold- 
ing health wise” Commissioner 
Dave Eggers said. “I want to be 
on the side of proactively doing 
something.” 

The county commission’s 
order will overrule the Clear- 
water City Council’s decision 
earlier this week to close Clear- 
water Beach for two weeks 
See BEACHES, 7A 


Pandemic updates 


Job losses mount: Shut- 
downs are unleashing 
layoffs at a faster pace than 
in previous downturns. 
Business, 5A 


Good work for some: 
Some Tampa Bay busi- 
nesses, including cleanup 
crews, grocery delivery and 
travel insurance, are busy. 
Local & State, 3A 


Hospital visits must wait: 
To protect patients and 
staff, bay area hospitals are 
limiting who can visit. 4A 
Fancy a cold one? You can 
still get a drink in Tampa 
Bay, but there are rules. 6A 


Correction 


BayCare Health System will 
billinsurance companies 
or work with patients and 
government agencies on 
paying for coronavirus tests 
at its drive-through centers 
across Tampa Bay. A story 
Thursday was incorrect on 
this point. 


St. Petersburg 
is unscathed 
no longer 


The first infection tied to the city is 
confirmed, as are first Hernando cases. 


BY ZACHARY T. SAMPSON 
Times Staff Writer 

While officials in South 
Florida planned Thursday to 
shut down even more busi- 
nesses as part of a rapidly 
shifting response to coro- 
navirus, St. Petersburg res- 
idents learned of the first 
infection with confirmed ties 
to their city. 

The state’s known casel- 
oad ballooned to 432 as Gov. 
Ron DeSantis provided new 


insight into the severity of 
the disease, COVID-19, say- 
ing health workers knew of 
at least 90 infected people 
who required hospitaliza- 
tion. As of Thursday morn- 
ing, that was nearly a quarter 
of the cases tied to Florida, 
he said. Nine Floridians have 
died, the latest a person from 
Duval County. 

Fifty-four cases are near 
Tampa Bay. Hernando 
See CORONAVIRUS, 16A 


Restaurants: to stay, or to-go? 


Local businesses try 
delivery service only, 
while others close, 

hoping to wait it out. 


BY HELEN FREUND 
Times Food Critic 

On Tuesday morning, chef Fer- 
rell Alvarez did what he never 
dreamed he would have to do. 
He closed all four of his restau- 
rants. He laid off the major- 
ity of his staff. He reimagined 
his entire business model, and 
started from scratch. 

Then he cried. 

“Tf I don’t make this decision 
now, my whole company goes 
down,” he said. 

The next day, he got back to 
work. Alvarez, a James Beard- 
nominated chef, and his part- 
ners Ty Rodriguez and Chon 


Nguyen, have launched Rooster 
Re-Dux, a collaborative takeout 
and delivery concept run out of 
their Seminole Heights restau- 
rant Rooster & the Till. 

From 11 a.m. to 9 p.m. daily, 
the group will sell an abbrevi- 
ated to-go menu, a mashup of 
their restaurants’ best-selling 
dishes: gnocchi with short ribs 
from Rooster & the Till; sloppy 
joe nachos from Nebraska Mini 
Mart; pork belly tacos from Gal- 
lito Taqueria, which has loca- 
tions in Tampa and Lakeland. 

It’s a last-ditch effort to keep 
the restaurant afloat during the 
coronavirus pandemic, which 
has prompted federally man- 
dated restrictions on restaurant 
operations and social distancing 
recommendations that are keep- 
ing diners at home. As COVID- 
19 continues to wreak unprece- 
See RESTAURANTS, 13A 


WERE E rr 


SCOTT KEELER | Times 
Rooster & the Till general manager Ellie Charles, left, gives a to-go order to Sean Norausky 
at lunchtime Thursday in Tampa. 


State 
budget 
set, for 
now 


Lawmakers pass the 
$93.2B plan, but the 
virus will change that. 


BY LAWRENCE MOWER 

MARY ELLEN KLAS, EMILY L. MAHONEY 
AND SAMANTHA J. GROSS 
Times/Herald Tallahassee Bureau 


TALLAHASSEE — During a sur- 
real two-hour meeting of the Flor- 
ida Legislature on Thursday, law- 
makers tried to put a good face on 
the $93.2 billion budget they were 
about to pass. 

It was a “responsible” budget, 
they said. It was based on the “best 
information we have,” they said. 
Republicans and Democrats alike 
praised it. 

In reality, the budget they unan- 
imously passed Thursday is likely 
just a placeholder, a relic of the pre- 
coronavirus era of just two weeks 
ago. 

The virus, which has already shut 
down the state’s tourism-depen- 
dent economy, could cost the state 
billions in sales tax revenue, which 
would likely force lawmakers to 
scramble back to Tallahassee to 
overhaul the budget they passed 
Thursday. 

“We all know it’s extremely likely 
that we will have to reconvene in 
the coming months to deal with 
the dramatic effects of the coro- 
navirus,” said Sen. Gary Farmer, 
D-Lighthouse Point. 

In the meantime, the budget 
includes $52.5 million in addi- 
tional money, most of it from the 
federal government, for COVID- 
19 response in the current bud- 
get year. Another $300 million in 
contingency funds can be used by 
Gov. Ron DeSantis for emergency 
response on top of a $3 billion fund 
intended for emergencies. 

Just how bad the economic dam- 
age will be is unclear. State econo- 
mists, whose projections are used 
to frame the state budget, will now 
meet monthly, instead of quarterly. 
There is time for the Legislature 
to meet again and make changes 
before July 1, when the budget 
takes effect. 

Already, the Florida Restau- 
rant and Lodging Association said 
Thursday that hotels and busi- 
nesses have shed 400,000 jobs 
since the outbreak. Lawmakers 
reassured each other on Thursday 
that the $4 billion in the unemploy- 
ment compensation fund would be 
enough to weather the storm. 

But some of the state’s top law- 
makers seemed to be living in dif- 
ferent realities. 

Sen. Tom Lee, R-Thonotosassa, 
told his colleagues that the current 
situation “feels worse” than after 
the 9/11 attacks, when lawmakers 
had to come back and revise the 
budget. 

“T have constituents at home that 
are going to wonder what we were 
thinking,’ Lee said. “We do the best 
we can with the information we 
have at the time.” 

Yet House Speaker José Oliva, 
R-Miami Lakes, who has contin- 
ued to downplay the seriousness of 
the pandemic for at least the past 
two weeks, said lawmakers would 
only come back if there was a “pro- 
longed economic crisis.” 

A coronavirus vaccine could pre- 
vent that crisis, he said. Medical 
officials have warned a vaccine is 
months or more than a year away, 
however. 

See BUDGET, 13A 
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